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Karma as experience




Jason Espada

At this point in the West, we have the word ‘karma’ in our vocabulary, with what seems to me to be a poor, only semi -functional definition.  Some of the collective aspects of this idea are that: whatever we sow, we reap; that our own choices now determine our future, and that we are all responsible for the life we have now, and will have in the future.  While all of these are true, as far as they go, the problem I think is that we are defining karma much too narrowly to do us much good.

I was thinking about this today as I was reflecting on how small a part of our lives are conscious and volitional.  I can see now how it is the sum total of our experiences that results in each response we have to the world..  

When I take it just a step further, I can see how, on a deeper level we each have clearly defined lives, and we respond in a unique way to the world from that.  We are like an ocean in this way – each wave, though it has a surface we can all see, also has a depth that is behind the particular shape and character of the wave.

What’s more, if we are talking about understanding our responses to the world we meet, becoming more free of conditioning, and healing our suffering, then we need a fuller definition of what is going on than one that holds karma to be only volition and the effects of our consciously decided actions.

One of the main drawbacks to this over simplified, partial definition of karma is that it ‘blames the victim’.  This definition says that, if we are miserable (or poor, or confused) then it is because of our own actions.  It says, even if we don’t remember 

them, our choices led us to where we are.  Or, if you really want to get abstract about it, some philosophies even say that we chose to 

incarnate when and where and how we did, to go through certain experiences.  Another branch to this remote, abstract definition says, even if we don’t remember our actions, nothing happens without a cause, and therefore we must have, in some previous moment produced the causes for whatever happens in and around us.

The problem with this, and all abstract philosophies is that a large part of it, for most people, is not verifiable.  We are asked to take it on faith, or just because it sounds reasonable enough.  The result is a strange kind of guilt, having been accused and convicted long ago, we now suffer the sentence for things we do not and cannot remember.

Such a definition of karma may work to channel people’s efforts in a positive direction, out of fear, or just because it is completely  enough for a human being to try to do the right thing at any given time.  The shortcoming is evident though when whatever we do is not enough.  If we hold onto this under developed idea of karma, we blame ourselves.

It’s much more accessible and tangible, I feel,  to begin to think of karma as conditioned experience. This includes volition, but our intention and consciously chosen action is just a part of it. I think of will, and conscious choice as one part, a small part of the whole that forms the basis for our perceptions and responses to the world.

A few examples occurred to me today, as I was walking around thinking about these things.  Experiences in childhood, or before that even, those of our race, our ancestry, nation, education or mis-education, all are part of every single one of us. These factors appear in a unique way in each of us, but the elements are all there, 

and they all contribute to how we view and reflexively respond to the world.

As I watched my mind and feelings today, I could see how, this person or that store, this thought, that hope, evoked responses that were more like reflexes than individually made choices.  Each of these responses were composite, made of many factors.

I can think of a child, perhaps, having some experience that causes him or her joy, or fear, or hurt.  Maybe this is forgotten consciously, but if a person or situation reminds him of that event, then, of course there will be a reaction.  We can’t say the child, or now adult, chose to react in a certain way, but this reaction is an experience.  Now if I take just a bit it further, and imagine that the now adult has reacted many times to some situation, based in the long ago forgotten past, then the conditioned response is their habit, their view, their experience.

A couple of more examples before I set out some ideas about working with all of this, in terms of our freedom and happiness.

Say a person is born into a culture that has oppressed another, minority culture, or culture in another country, based on feelings of assumed privilege and the rights of the powerful.  Whether or not the person chose these values or agrees with those ideas, the fact remains that there in something in their makeup that values things, experiences and responds to others in a particular way.  In computer terms, it may not exactly be hard-wired, but it is something akin to software that came installed with the machine.  It takes consciousness and effort to undo the automatic effects of some of these programs.

Another example of experience as karma would be that of race.  If a person is born in a particular race that has been oppressed, 

denigrated and abused, then that person, on some level, carries that, and needs to heal that in themselves in order not to be 

inhibited by it, not to have their lives truncated by that set of factors.

I think of what it is to have Eastern European Jewry in my background, and, how it is that, although I haven’t learned anything of this ancestry, still I carry with me some of the scars, grief and fears of that race.  If I see or hear about some event in the past or present that has to do with prejudice against this group, something in me responds – I feel under attack as well, and like I have to defend myself and this part of my family.

Another example of karma as experience that we have inherited, not created ourselves, is that of our ancestry, our DNA.  If a person was born, for example, in a situation where depression runs in the family, they did not create those circumstances, but they are effected by them, indirectly via the behavior of those family members, and directly as well, as their own genetic predisposition to respond to the world, and to stress and sadness in a certain range of ways.  

This is not fixed, or course, but it is there as a fact for a person to deal with, and heal if they were born in those circumstances.  The disposition to health or certain types of illness are also part of what I’m referring to here.  We didn’t create these circumstances, but we live with them, and they are part of what we carry with us, as karma, until they are transformed.

Some New Ager’s would say, we were born, or we chose to be born in this family in particular because we have the same tendencies, but I have no personal proof of that.  It’s conjecture, and , I feel, it critically overlooks a great deal of what is happening.  What I do know, and I think what we can agree on  is that one person didn’t by himself create the full range of these conditions.

Again, to put it in organic terms, if our diet has hidden elements in it that we have not consciously chosen, they still effect everything from our health, and energy, to our ability to ward off illness.  What we have ‘eaten’ over the time, both figuratively and, in this case literally, has become us.  Although not of our conscious choice, we carry these elements with us.

What I’m getting at here is that we are deeper and more complex beings than is accounted for by describing karma merely as volition, conscious choice and its effect.  While that may be true, in and of itself, it’s also true that we carry with us a unique and far reaching set of experiences and impressions, that behave in us in a certain way.  It’s only by accounting for all that moves in us that we can understand the range of what we are talking about liberating when we speak of finding some range of freedom in our lives from karma and conditioning.

For example, if we have liberated ourselves from small feelings of being undervalued, say, as a divorced woman in her 40’s, we have accomplished more than undoing our own thinking, speaking an acting on a certain set of mistaken assumptions.  In a manner of speaking, we didn’t create the prison bars, even if we have wandered inside the compound for a long time.  And when we step into freedom, it’s not just our own creations we are freeing ourselves from – it’s all we have been born into.  

This is a much more functional way of viewing karma.  It is an approach that is entirely verifiable, and it is free of the presumed guilt that says, if we experience trouble, we are have been the 

cause of it.  While this may be true, if we are not omniscient, or not the kind of person who sees all the way to all the long ago causes for any particular situation, we need another way to think about our 

lives.  It’s better by far to say, I don’t know all of who built this set up, but I see how it limits and oppresses, and I chose to own this 

set of responses that I can be conscious of as my own and see how I can live in the best possible way with them.

Conditioning goes deep, but there are deeper levels than what we reflexively indentify with and often move out of.  Finding those deeper levels and bringing them to bear on the present set of circumstances first ‘softens’, and then can transform the overall response.  

I would say that, as unique as persons conditioned responses are, equally unique is their freedom from whatever distortions or limitations those experiences imposed.  This is by far a more tangible and workable definition of karma.

Healing differs from liberation

I’ve been thinking also about the difference between liberation, or transcendence, and healing.  We can step out of suffering conditions, for a longer or shorter period of time, but that still feels somehow incomplete to me.  The prison, so to speak, continues to exist, and on a personal level, we can say the causes still exist to get caught again in some partial, afflicted experience.  It’s only when the causes are seen into in a thorough going way, and cared for as our own life that the path to healing opens up before us.

With love and wisdom, when we heal ourselves, the benefit travels back to the roots of things, and goes well beyond what we usually think of as ourself, at least in the small sense of the word.  As part of the world soul, our culture, ancestry, genetics, are all effected, are all benefitted.  

I think of something genuinely transformed in a life or a culture as being like fertilizer or garbage creating vegetables.  When the transformation of old elements is thoroughly done, what is new in 

no way resembles what came before.  It is there as a richness, some knowledge gained, certainly, but the old element is now a factor in name only.

We’ve all been given a unique life, and a unique part of the world soul lives in us as experience.  Working with this karma, then, whatever we do to right our own life effects the whole, and organically, everything we were born into is in some way also positively effected.  

To me, this is a fuller, more compassionate and workable way of understanding karma:

The world is what we have inherited, including the fruits of our own thoughts and actions.  It lives in us as our own unique experience.  What we do with this legacy, and sense of self and the world, is, then, the gift we offer our descendents, all our near and distant relations.

